
with less. The first step in this process was to
engage in right-sizing. The buildings originally
programmed for approximately 20,000 square
feet were reduced to 13,000, in part by relocating
some corridor space to covered outdoor
walkways. This represented an approximate cost
savings of 35 percent along with materials, energy
and maintenance savings. Structural Arch Panels
enclose the maximum space with the least
material using 48 percent less steel by weight as
compared to traditional steel framing. 

The flooded habitat demonstration garden exhibits
the characteristics of the natural flooded Resaca
environment and is the focal point of the design.
All landscape planting is strictly limited to native
plants of this eco-region. Land surrounding the
buildings is being restored to their native state and
will exhibit various stages of restoration. 

Juror Catriona Campbell Winter: “This project
catered carefully to the occupant. It is a delicate
intervention on its site. This is a good example of
right-sizing, an approach often overlooked.” 

Juror Kevin Hydes: “This one follows the big
moves: reduce, reuse, recycle. Reducing square
footage is the biggest move you can make.”

The Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas is one of the
richest bird habitats in the world. However, over the
past century, suburban and agricultural
developments along with river diversions have so
severely impacted the landscape that only 5 percent
of the native Tamaulipan Thorn Scrub habitat
currently remains. 

Through a joint effort between Texas Parks and
Wildlife and the local communities, the World
Birding Center (WBC) was established to
“significantly increase the appreciation,
understanding and    conservation of birds, and
wildlife habitat.” Many of the sites seek to repair or
re-establish the rich     natural landscape. In all
cases the architecture is to learn from the regional
vernacular, respond to the harsh climate, and
minimize disturbance of existing habitat. 

The WBC headquarters site was selected to form
such a gateway out of disturbed land that was
cleared for agricultural purposes some 30 years
ago. This land is adjacent to more than 1,700 acres
of remnant native habitat that is being reclaimed
and established as a habitat preserve. The goal of
the facility is to create an accessible interface
between the developed rural landscape and the
habitat preserve for the residents of South Texas and
visitors from around the world. The design and
construction teams’ driving ethic was to do more
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COTE Measures of
Sustainable Design:

Sustainable Design
Intent & Innovation 

Regional/ Community
Design & Connectivity

Land Use & Site Ecology

Bioclimatic Design

Light & Air

Water Cycle

Energy Flows &
Energy Futures

Materials & Construction

Long Life, Loose Fit

Collective Wisdom
& Feedback Loops

Winners perform by all
measures; this one stands

out in those in bold.



SUSTAINABLEDESIGNSNAPSHOT

> Btu/sf/year: 67,100
> HVAC system design:60% better than state code

> building envelope design:30% better than code

> building area that is daylit: 95%  

> building area naturally ventilated: 45%

> 100% of roof- capture precipitation reused on site

> annual potable water use:16.9 gallons/sf

> 47% of water used is from reclaimed sources

> 13,000 square feet; $3,500,000

Editor’s note: Project narratives are excerpts from
architect submittals to the AIA COTE Top Ten Green
Projects 2006 program.

The project is the result of a unique partnership
between Texas Parks and Wildlife and the local
communities of the Rio Grande Valley. Planning for
the World Birding Center network and Visitors
Centers for three of the nine sites was funded by
the state. The communities created a multi-
municipal entity to oversee the system providing
additional funding, preservation sites, land,
operational support, and promotion. The design
concept called for simplification of the building
structures in order to preserve financial resources
for the gardens and rainwater collection system.
This was accomplished by square footage reduc-
tions. The system is capable of offsetting the use of
some 104,000 gallons of well water per year.

The Committee on the Environment (COTE) is a
Knowledge Community of the American Institute
of Architects. Visit www.aiatopten.org and
www.aia.org/cote. Check out Top Ten sponsor U.S.
EPA, and its ENERGY STAR tools (including Target
Finder) at www.energystar.gov/newbuildingdesign.
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Robert Harris, AIA
Darryl Ohlenbusch, AIA

Roy Schweers
Isabel Mijangos

Lake|Flato Architects
San Antonio, TX 

http://www .lakeflato.com

Encotech Engineering
Consultants

MEP Engineers

SpawGlass Contractors
Contractor

Halff Associates
Civil Engineers

Architectural Engineers
Collaborative

Structural Engineer

Kingscreek Management
Landscape Architect


